Essential Skills Needed to Prepare LIS Graduates for Careers in Special Libraries: A Survey of Special Librarians by Haven, Dana M.
 Dana M. Haven. Essential Skills Needed to Prepare LIS Graduates for Careers in Special 
Libraries: A Survey of Special Librarians. A Master‟s Paper for the M.S. in L.S. degree. 
July, 2010. 52 pages. Advisor: Rebecca Vargha. 
 
 
This paper describes a study conducted to identify the skills that special librarians 
consider most essential in preparing graduates of library and information science 
programs to work in special libraries.  A review of the literature indicates that there is 
still some debate about what skills can or should be taught in library schools to prepare 
students for work in special libraries; there is also debate about what types of skills 
employers of special libraries deem most essential to thrive in these environments.  This 
study used an online survey to solicit the opinions of practicing special librarians on the 
issue, garnering 709 usable responses.  Survey results indicate that a graduate‟s soft skills 
may be more beneficial than library science or technical skills, and the highest-ranked 
skill across the three categories was communication skills.  The findings are of primary 
interest to students interested in careers in special librarianship but may also be beneficial 
in helping educators and administrators assess LIS curricula.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The skill sets necessary to thrive in different types of library environments, as 
well as the curricula of graduate-level library and information science (LIS) programs 
that prepares students for those environments, are topics that have received much 
attention over the past decades.  As technologies and employer needs change, so do the 
skills necessary to succeed in library professions.  Consequently, it is important to revisit 
this topic to assess the current needs of employers and practitioners to ensure that 
students‟ understanding of essential skills are consistent with the opinions of those in 
charge of filling positions, specifically in special libraries. 
Special librarians work in a variety of environments and have a broad range of 
responsibilities, which continue to evolve with advancements in technology, knowledge, 
resources, and needs of employing organizations.  The Special Libraries Association 
(2009), an international organization representing information professionals in over 
eighty countries, defines special librarians as “information resource experts dedicated to 
putting knowledge to work to attain the goals of their organizations.  They are employed 
most frequently by corporations, private businesses, government agencies, museums, 
colleges, hospitals, associations and information management consulting firms” (para. 1).   
Additionally, emerging fields such as knowledge management (KM), a field 
closely aligned with special librarianship, are being incorporated into the LIS curriculum 
as their importance is understood and appreciated.  Are the skills currently taught in LIS 
programs enough to prepare students for the daily challenges of working in a special 
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library?  What types of knowledge, skills, and aptitudes are being sought by these 
employers?  A review of the literature indicates that there is still much debate among 
professionals and educators about what skills are most essential and what library and 
information science programs can reasonably be expected to teach in the course of a 
master‟s degree.  Particular disagreement exists concerning the importance of technical 
skills versus so-called “soft skills” such as leadership ability and communication skills.  
In any case, it is crucial that students be able to identify these skills in order to adequately 
prepare themselves for careers in these diverse environments. 
The purpose of this study is to identify the skills that practicing special librarians 
consider most essential in preparing students to work in special libraries.  Past research 
on this and similar subjects have relied mainly on content analysis of job advertisements 
or focused on preferred coursework as opposed to essential skills.  Of the content 
analyses that have been done, many have focused on the needs of particular types of 
special librarians, such as government document librarians (White, 1986), law librarians 
(Cali, 2000), and business librarians (Glackin, 2004).  However, very few empirical 
studies have been conducted to directly solicit the opinions of practicing special 
librarians, those who likely have the most intimate knowledge of needed skills and will 
be in charge of filling positions in special libraries.  Those that have been done have 
focused on coursework (Buenrostro, 1995) and were conducted over a decade ago 
(Buenrostro, 1995; Fisher, 1987); as such, they are likely outdated due to technological 
advances, changing job responsibilities, and changes in LIS curricula. 
 To address these research deficiencies, a web-based survey was administered to 
practicing special librarians with the following research questions in mind: 
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1)  What skills do practitioners consider most essential in preparing graduates to work in 
special libraries?   
2)  Do special librarians place different levels of importance on LS-related skills, 
technical skills, and transferable skills?  
3)  Do estimations of essential skills differ by type of special library?  
A review of the literature explains the need for a current assessment of needed 
skills for special librarians, as articulated by working professionals in the field.  It also 
includes an overview of relevant research on education for special librarians as well as 
the differing views about what that education should entail. 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Carol Tenopir, a professor of information science at the University of Tennessee 
who writes extensively on LIS education and on the profession in general, has observed 
that for years, professional associations and LIS schools have been concerned with “the 
future need for information professionals, the state of LIS curricula now, and how 
curricula should change in the future to meet new needs” (Hazeri, Martin, & Sarrafzadeh, 
2009, p. 152).  The driving forces behind the changes in educational requirements in 
library and information science education over the years have included the “accelerated 
growth of new knowledge, new technology, and shifts in the provision of library and 
information services” (Bender, 1998, p. 197).       
Even earlier, Koenig (1993) acknowledged these changes in an essay, stating: “It 
is no longer sufficient for such education to focus on the operation of libraries and the 
provision of information services; it is now requisite that there also be a focus on the 
design and creation of information systems” (p. 278).  Koenig also acknowledged the 
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increased flexibility of library careers and the growth of special library employment in an 
article he wrote ten years earlier, noting the increase in the proportion of LIS graduates 
taking jobs in special libraries.  Interestingly, the author found that the more highly rated 
the LIS program, the greater the move toward employment in special libraries (Koenig, 
1983).  As a result of this shift, the author recommends that LIS education become more 
information centered, develop an international and entrepreneurial orientation, and 
emphasize information and the design of systems (Koenig, 1993, p. 287). 
Despite the rapid strides in information technology faced by the library and 
information science profession, some professionals disagree with the focus on 
technological skills.  Stephen Abram, 2008 president of SLA and current vice president 
for strategic partnerships and markets for Gale Cengage, maintains that “the pendulum 
has swung way too strongly toward technology skills.  We can hire technology people to 
do that; what we‟re worried about are the „flashpoints‟ between the tech content and 
human behavior” (as cited in Colvin, 2009, p. 25).  Abram feels that library schools are 
not doing a good job of “train[ing] people in soft skills, such as management, leadership, 
relationships, and interviewing” (as cited in Colvin, 2009, p. 25).  Tenopir agrees that 
training for LIS graduates needs to focus more on relationship and management skills, 
saying “there is still a huge gap in communication” (as cited in Colvin, 2009, p. 25) when 
MLS graduates move into non-traditional environments.  Special librarians are often 
placed in management roles relatively early in their careers (Bender, 1998), so it is 
imperative that they learn these skills before taking on leadership roles. 
In 2003, the Special Libraries Association (SLA) issued a revised edition of its 
report entitled “Competencies for Information Professionals of the 21st Century” (Abels, 
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Jones, Latham, Magnoni, & Marshall, 2003).  The document includes two categories of 
essential competencies for information workers: professional and personal.  Professional 
competencies encompass knowledge of information resources, access, technology, and 
management as well as the ability to use this knowledge to provide high-quality 
information services.  Professional competencies include managing organizations, 
resources, and services and applying tools and technologies (p. 13).  As stated in the 
report, “Though the core of the profession remains the same, the methods and tools for 
information delivery…continue to grow and change dramatically” (p. 17), and special 
library practitioners will be expected to keep up with these changes.  Personal 
competencies, on the other hand, embody a set of personal characteristics and skills that 
enable information professionals to successfully contribute to their organizations, clients, 
and professions.  These competencies include communication skills, flexibility, and the 
ability to demonstrate the importance of their contributions and the value of the 
information organization as a whole (p. 17).   
Buenrostro (1995) mentions that there is a “chasm [that] separates the library 
educators and the special librarians” (p. 18) and worries that curricular offerings may not 
continue to be relevant to the needs of special librarians if special librarians and other 
information professionals do not play a role in curriculum development.  Buenrostro 
conducted a study in the Philippines to determine whether current course offerings of 
library schools in the country matched employers‟ hiring preferences.  The researcher 
conducted a survey among the heads of 43 special libraries to determine what they felt 
the most essential courses were for the preparation of entry-level professionals in their 
organizations.  The study found that cataloging, reference, and management topped the 
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list of preferred coursework.  All of the library schools sampled offered these courses, 
suggesting that there was some degree of consistency in the views of library schools and 
employers regarding essential coursework (p. 21).  Employers also preferred graduates 
who had specialized in a specific type of library or a specific subject field; consequently, 
the author recommended that library schools encourage more specialization within degree 
programs. 
Fisher (1987) also addresses the issue of educational requirements for special 
librarians in a study done to evaluate how a library science education, compared with 
other forms of learning, prepares professionals for roles in special libraries.  The author 
administered a survey to a sample of special librarians who were selected from four SLA 
divisions and assessed how these librarians felt about the importance of their library 
education compared to other forms of education such as graduate education in other 
subjects, on-the-job training, continuing education, undergraduate education, and 
personal interests.  The author used a Likert-type scale ranging from essential (1) to not 
relevant (5) to measure these factors, and mean scores were calculated for each factor. 
Interestingly, Fisher found that library science education in general (including 
subject-oriented and special libraries courses) was ranked somewhere in the middle of the 
list for respondents across all SLA divisions sampled.  Respondents found other 
educational experiences more essential for career preparation, such as continuing 
education, internships, and in-house training (p. 19).  Fisher asserts that, because of the 
diversity of positions in special librarianship, it may be unrealistic for LIS programs to 
try to train special librarians; rather, programs should focus on preparing professionals 
for a variety of job situations (p. 23).  In support of his position, the author cites Samuel 
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Rothstein, who noted that librarians have been complaining for almost a century about 
the inability of LIS programs to prepare them for specific work environments, yet 
“libraries have managed to serve their clientele despite this apparent educational 
handicap” (as cited in Fisher, 1987, p. 22).  Despite Rothstein‟s assertions, it would seem 
that doing something to address – or at least investigate the validity of – these perceived 
deficiencies could potentially lead to improvements in the curriculum and in educational 
satisfaction of graduates. 
Emerging fields such as knowledge management (KM), often closely tied with 
special librarianship, are being incorporated into LIS curricula as their significance is 
understood.  Hazeri et al. (2009) used a web-based survey and interviews to determine 
how LIS programs are addressing knowledge management.  The survey was circulated in 
2006 to the international LIS community via several mailing lists, including the 
Knowledge Management Section of the International Federation of Library Associations 
and Institutions (IFLA).  The authors do not operationalize the definition of “knowledge 
management,” which may be problematic for the reader with little prior knowledge of the 
field.  Though the respondents (who were subscribed to KM mailing lists) were 
presumably well acquainted with the term, they might not have all shared the same 
definition. 
The survey results indicated that almost half of the 106 respondents did not feel 
that current LIS curricula was meeting the needs of KM education (p. 155), nor was 
current curricula equipping students with the necessary KM competencies (p. 156).  The 
majority of respondents (75.9%) felt there was a need to revise current curricula to 
respond to this emerging field.  The study‟s findings suggest that there is significant 
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interest within the LIS community in expanding curricula to include a stronger element of 
KM, including a focus on organizational, business, interpersonal, and management issues 
(p. 152).  Similar suggestions have been made for the education of special librarians.   
Cronin, Stiffler, and Day (1993) conducted a study to learn what sort of 
environment exists for graduates of LIS programs outside of the traditional settings of 
public, school, and academic libraries.  Additionally, the authors wanted to determine 
what skills this emerging non-traditional market demands.  Qualitative and quantitative 
data were gathered through three methods of data collection: a content analysis of job 
advertisements, interviews with employees and employers, and a mail survey of 
graduates from Indiana University‟s School of Library and Information Science.   
Of the three methods used, the content analysis of job advertisements produced 
the most easily measurable and generalizable results.  Three hundred and sixty 
announcements for non-traditional information jobs listed in several professional and 
non-professional sources were identified over a period of 18 months.  The researchers 
then grouped these listings according to a number of factors, including job title, 
experience level, qualifications, and desirable characteristics.  The researchers discovered 
that more than half of the employers required or preferred an MLS (or equivalent) degree 
(p. 263).  The majority of employers also required several years of related work 
experience (often subject-specific), with database familiarity listed frequently.  The 
personal characteristics employers preferred were excellent communication, analytical, 
and leadership skills, along with flexibility, enthusiasm, self-motivation, and the ability to 
work both independently and in a team environment (p. 264).  
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The information gathered from interview sessions with 33 individuals who either 
worked in or hired others for non-traditional positions pointed toward an expanding job 
market for information professionals, but it also indicated a general dissatisfaction with 
the MLS degree in preparing graduates for non-traditional information jobs (p. 267).  The 
study‟s authors suggest that there is a disconnect between the skills developed during an 
LIS education and the skills needed to thrive in a non-traditional library environment, and 
they conclude that LIS education is not adequately preparing students for non-traditional 
library jobs.  Careers in these settings require a different set of skills than those 
traditionally stressed in LIS programs, chief among them “subject expertise and business 
savvy” (p. 268) and a client-centered approach (p. 271).  The researchers recommend that 
LIS programs revise their curricula, stating that the ideal education would include 
information management courses and subject-specific courses (p. 273-274). 
However, some researchers have argued that specialized or subject-specific LIS 
education may be outside of the realm of an LIS education.  In an essay responding to the 
original publication of SLA‟s competencies report in 1993, Fisher & Matarazzo (1993) 
assert that, while formal education for special librarians is important, many LIS programs 
simply cannot prepare new graduates for all the demands of a professional job in the 
short time they are in school.  They further contend that many necessary traits and skills 
cannot be taught but must be learned on the job, and that specific course offerings are not 
as important as teaching methods, content, and access to current technologies (p. 292).  
The most a school can do, they say, is “give students both a philosophical and practical 
foundation upon which to begin their careers” (p. 291).  In this way, the authors‟ view 
corresponds with that of Fisher (1987).  To fill the gaps in education, the authors 
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recommend continuing education in the form of workshops and seminars, in-house 
training, and formal courses after graduation, among other activities (p. 295). 
Another method of learning the practical aspects of a special library job, which 
may be beyond the scope of LIS coursework, is the practicum, which may also be 
referred to as fieldwork, field experience, or internship.  In a literature review of 
experiential learning methods, Ball (2008) echoes the sentiments of previous researchers 
in saying that a “divide [exists] between librarians working in libraries who value 
practice and those operating in classrooms who emphasize theory” (p. 70).  Practical 
experience gained during the master‟s degree program can be a helpful way to bridge this 
divide, and it may prove to be invaluable for students interested in special libraries whose 
specific yet diverse needs may not be met through the traditional LIS curriculum. 
As the literature suggests, there is still some debate about what skills can or 
should be taught in library schools to prepare students for work in special libraries.  For 
example, can an LIS program be expected to teach subject-specific courses or soft skills 
such as communication and interpersonal relationships?  Many empirical studies on the 
subject are outdated (Buenrostro, 1995; Fisher, 1987) or have focused solely on necessary 
coursework and not enough on necessary skills (Buenrostro, 1995).  While there is merit 
in studying preferred coursework, which is expected to build a variety of skills, it may 
prove problematic to researchers working today.  Due to different LIS programs 
assigning different names to similar classes, the wide variety of courses offered, and the 
overlap that sometimes occurs among courses, it may be difficult for respondents to 
identify the specific coursework that might successfully prepare graduates.  Skills, 
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however, can be identified irrespective of the specific courses from which they may have 
been learned.  
With so many recent advances in knowledge, resources, and technology, a current 
survey of professionals working in special libraries is needed in order to ascertain what 
hiring organizations see as the fundamental qualifications for employment in special 
libraries. 
METHODOLOGY 
Data Collection Method 
 This study focused on the opinions of practicing special librarians in determining 
what skills are necessary for employment in special libraries.  Therefore, a survey 
instrument was designed and administered to the sample population.  Surveys, according 
to Dillman (as cited in Hank, Wilkins Jordan, & Wildemuth, 2009), are useful research 
tools that allow researchers to “estimate the distribution of characteristics in a 
population” (p. 256) based on responses from a percentage of that population.  Babbie 
and Dillman (as cited in Hank et al., 2009) consider surveys appropriate for the collection 
of data such as the opinions and attitudes of respondents (p. 256).    
 Because this study was intended to reach a large and diverse sample of 
professionals, both in terms of geography and type of special library, a web-based survey 
was used as the data collection instrument.  According to Sue and Ritter (2007), web-
based surveys are particularly appropriate and effective when the population being 
studied is widely dispersed geographically or would otherwise be difficult to reach by 
traditional survey methods.  Because of the relative low cost, they are also well-suited for 
large-scale survey efforts.  Administering the survey online was also advantageous in 
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terms of decreased response time.  Web-based surveys are most appropriate for 
nonprobability samples, such as that of the present study, since it is often difficult to 
identify all members of a population (Sue & Ritter, 2007).   
Sampling and Recruitment  
 The population being studied was that of practicing librarians currently employed 
in special libraries.  Practicing librarians were chosen because they were expected to be 
able to gauge the current needs of special libraries better than retired or non-practicing 
librarians.  Because no sampling frame exists for this population, nonprobability 
convenience sampling was used.  Participants were identified through a variety of 
electronic mailing lists to which special librarians are likely to subscribe.  These 
consisted of nine SLA-sponsored division lists, including the Solo Librarians Division;  
the Museums, Arts, and Humanities Division; and the Knowledge Management Division.  
Three additional professional mailing lists were included: MEDLIB, for medical 
librarians; BUSLIB, for business librarians, and LAW-LIB, for law librarians.  The 
sample, therefore, consisted of those special librarians who were subscribed to the 
identified mailing lists.   
 Participants received an e-mail invitation to participate in the study in February 
2010 via the professional electronic mailing lists to which they were subscribed.  A link 
to the self-administered survey was included in the e-mail.  The researcher subscribed to 
each list to ensure that invitations were successfully posted to the lists and received by 
subscribing members.  Because of the purpose of the survey, it was anticipated that 
respondents might be interested in contributing to the study without any inducement on 
the part of the researcher.  However, as a token of appreciation, the researcher offered 
 17 
participants the opportunity to enter a drawing for one of two $50.00 gift certificates to 
Amazon.com upon completion of the survey.  The survey took approximately five 
minutes to complete and was scheduled to remain open for two weeks in order to collect 
a sufficient number of responses; however, it was closed after five days due to 
overwhelming response.  Data analysis began shortly after data collection concluded.   
Survey Instrument 
 Once the data collection instrument was developed in print form, it was reviewed 
by two faculty members and two graduate students of the School of Information and 
Library Science at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  The instrument was 
then revised based on the reviews. 
 The online survey was constructed using Qualtrics survey software.  It consisted 
primarily of closed-ended questions; a limited number of open-ended questions were 
used to gather additional information that could not reasonably be included on the survey 
instrument.  These took the form of an “Other” response, in which the participant was 
instructed to provide further explanation, and a final open-ended question in which 
participants could enter additional information. 
 The survey was comprised of two main sections.  The first set of questions was 
meant to gather information about the respondents and the libraries in which they work, 
and it consisted of multiple-choice and yes/no questions.  The researcher included 
questions about:  type of special library in which the respondent works, number of 
employees in the library, whether the respondent serves in a supervisory role, whether the 
respondent has an MLS degree, how long the respondent has worked in special libraries, 
and the respondent‟s age.  These questions were included in order to study the 
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relationship between profile variables and the respondents‟ opinions about the importance 
of different types of skills.  For instance, will employees in a certain type of special 
library place more importance on specific types of skills?   
 The second portion of the survey consisted of a Likert-type scale with responses 
ranging from Very important (1) to Not at all important (5).  The scale was designed to 
measure respondents‟ opinions about the importance of different types of skills in 
preparing graduates to work in special libraries.  The questions in this portion of the 
survey were culled from the literature and broken into three skill sections:  LS-related 
skills such as cataloging and reference; technical skills such as web design and internet 
searching; and transferable skills such as communication and analytical skills.  An 
“Other” response was provided in each section for the respondent to fill in, if desired.  
Also included was a question about the perceived necessity of an advanced, subject-
specific degree in addition to the MLS.  While not a skill per se, an additional advanced 
degree may be seen as beneficial for working in special libraries.  Finally, this section 
included an opportunity to submit open-ended comments on the topic under study.  See 
the appendix for the complete survey instrument. 
Data Analysis 
 Data resulting from closed-ended questions were analyzed using SPSS (Statistical 
Package for the Social Sciences) software, with missing values (i.e., unanswered or 
skipped questions) clearly marked as such.  Responses to open-ended questions were 
coded and analyzed using content analysis.  For the listed skills, mean scores were 
calculated as a measure of central tendency, and standard deviations were calculated as a 
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measure of dispersion.  Chi square and Kendall‟s tau were used to measure associations 
between variables where appropriate.   
Ethical Considerations 
 A number of ethical issues arise with the use of web-based surveys.  As with all 
survey methods, it is of the utmost importance that participants‟ confidentiality and 
anonymity are maintained.  To address these issues, no personally identifying 
information was collected from the participants of this survey, except when they opted to 
enter into the drawing for a gift certificate.  In this case, only e-mail addresses were 
collected, and the data was disposed of immediately after the winners were selected, and 
before data analysis began.  Qualtrics automatically collects IP addresses during the 
course of the survey, both to allow participants to return to their surveys at a later time, 
and to ensure that the survey is only completed once per participant.  IP addresses were 
also deleted from the survey results before data analysis began. 
 The participants were informed of the voluntary nature of the survey and assured 
that all responses would be kept anonymous.  An important feature of online surveys is 
the ability of respondents to skip questions they do not wish to answer, a feature which 
this survey employed.  Respondents were also able to withdraw from the study at any 
time.  To ensure compliance with ethical requirements, the research proposal was 
examined and approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill.   
RESULTS 
 A total of 806 responses were collected via the online survey, of which 709 were 
usable.  Fifty-nine participants indicated on the first question that they were not currently 
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working in special libraries, and the survey automatically ended upon choosing this 
answer.  The remaining 38 responses could not be used because they did not contain any 
data, presumably due to participants clicking on the link to the survey but not completing 
any questions. 
 
 
Figure 1.  Respondents by type of library.  
  
 
Study Group Characteristics 
 As shown in Figure 1, the largest number of study participants (n = 238, 34%) 
worked in corporate and for-profit business libraries, followed by those in academic 
institutions (n = 134, 19%); medical institutions (n = 111, 16%); government agencies (n 
= 92, 13%); and non-profit organizations (n = 77, 11%).  Fifty-seven participants (8%) 
identified with some other type of special library.  Many participants felt they did not fit 
neatly into one of the existing categories, especially in the case of those who worked in 
some type of combined library.  For example, six respondents indicated that they worked 
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in academic medical libraries.  Additional respondents choosing the “Other” category 
worked in for-profit career colleges (n = 3), joint academic/federal libraries (n = 1), news 
organizations (n = 2), and correctional facilities (n = 1), among others.  A large number 
of respondents (n = 25) who chose the “Other” response worked in various law library 
settings, including law firms as well as state and federal court libraries.  Table 1, below, 
summarizes the “Other” responses that were indicated by more than one respondent.  
There were 11 additional types of libraries indicated by only one respondent. 
 
Table 1  
“Other” responses for type of library, by frequency 
        
Type of Library Frequency 
Law, various settings 25 
Academic medical 6 
Independent (e.g., information broker) 5 
For-profit academic (e.g., career college) 3 
Consortium 2 
News 2 
Trade association 2 
 
 
 The electronic mailing lists for business librarians (BUSLIB), medical librarians 
(MEDLIB), and law librarians (LAW-LIB) proved to be very active, suggesting there 
were perhaps more members subscribed to these lists than individual SLA division lists.  
Consequently, a higher percentage of study participants may have come from these 
mailing lists.  The high number of respondents in the corporate/for-profit business 
category may have also been influenced by the fact that there was no separate option for 
law libraries, forcing law librarians to choose from existing categories or choose the 
“Other” response. 
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 Seventeen countries were represented in the survey, as indicated in Table 2, with 
the vast majority of respondents living in the United States (n = 558).  Canada had the 
second highest number of participants (n = 31), followed by the U.K., Australia, 
Germany, New Zealand, and Italy.  There were 10 represented countries with only one 
participant each.  
 
Table 2 
Respondents by country 
        
Country Number of 
Respondents 
Percentage 
(%) 
USA 558 78.7 
Canada 31 4.4 
United Kingdom 5 0.7 
Australia 4 0.6 
Germany 4 0.6 
New Zealand 3 0.4 
Italy 2 0.3 
Other 
Did not answer 
10 
92 
1.3 
13.0 
Total 709 100% 
 
 
 Roughly one third of participants reported that their libraries employed eight or 
more full-time employees (n = 236, 34%).  Another 30% reported that only one full-time 
employee worked in their libraries (n = 208).  The remaining participants reported two to 
four employees (n = 177, 25%) or five to seven employees (n = 76, 11%).  This question 
was problematic because there was no option included for zero full-time employees.  As 
one respondent pointed out, “A fair number of librarians in small special libraries are 
part-time, unfortunately.”  The majority (51%) of participants working in non-profit 
organizations reported having only one full-time employee, while those at academic 
libraries reported the largest number of employees, with 69% of respondents reporting 
 23 
that their institutions employ eight or more employees.  The largest percentages in other 
library types were as follows:  33% of librarians in corporate/for-profit businesses 
reported one employee, 38.9% in government agencies reported eight or more employees, 
45% in medical institutions reported one employee, and 38% of those working in other 
types of libraries reported eight or more employees.  
 Respondents were fairly evenly split in supervision duties, with 48% reporting 
that they supervised others and 52% reporting that they did not, and the majority of the 
study group (88%) reported they either had or were currently working toward a master‟s 
degree in library or information science. 
 When asked how long they had worked in special libraries, the majority of 
participants (56%) reported working in special libraries for more than 10 years.  Twenty-
five percent had worked in special libraries between one and five years, and 16% 
between six to ten years.  Only three percent reported working in special libraries for less 
than one year.  Roughly one third of respondents (n = 236, 34%) were in the 50 to 59 age 
group, 25% were in their forties, 19% in their thirties, 14% in their sixties, and only eight 
percent of the study group was 29 or younger. 
Necessity of Advanced Degrees   
 As seen in Figure 2, the greatest number of respondents (n = 318, 45%) felt that 
advanced, subject-specific degrees were necessary for certain positions, while 243 
respondents (35%) considered a subject-specific degree to be unnecessary.  Only 63 
respondents (9%) felt that advanced, subject-specific degrees were definitely necessary 
for work in special libraries.  The remaining participants (n = 78, 11%) had no opinion or 
were neutral on the issue.  A willingness to learn the subject area was cited by numerous 
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respondents as being more important than having an additional degree in the subject area.  
One respondent stated: 
 Advanced degrees are of course helpful, but so is any [relevant] coursework, and 
neither is necessary if you are willing to learn and your employer gives you a 
chance to do so.  I have no background in the two fields where I've worked as a 
professional librarian but in each case picked up enough so that I could conduct a 
productive reference interview and subsequent search. 
  
Another respondent who worked in a banking and economics library took a different 
view, pointing out that an advanced degree can often increase the librarian‟s credibility:  
“It depends on the type of library, but the advanced degree, or even an undergraduate 
degree in the subject matter of the special library you work for, makes you a much more 
credible resource.” 
 
 
Figure 2.  Overall perceived necessity of an advanced, subject-specific degree. 
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medical institutions felt that an advanced degree was definitely necessary, a higher 
percentage than participants in other types of libraries.  At the low end were librarians in 
government agencies, of whom only four percent felt that advanced degrees were 
definitely necessary.  One respondent who worked for a government agency said that 
“Additional degrees or subject matter expertise, while important, are perhaps best used as 
discriminators between qualified candidates.”   
 When the two affirmative responses are taken together, the number of respondents 
who think that an advanced degree is definitely necessary or necessary for certain 
positions is as follows:  50.6% in corporate/for-profit businesses, 56% in non-profit 
organizations, 57.6% in government agencies, 41.8% in medical institutions, 64.8% in 
academic institutions, and 61.4% in other types of special libraries.  Interestingly, 
although employees in medical institutions indicated that an advanced degree is definitely 
necessary at a higher rate than those working in other types of libraries, respondents from 
this group also answered that an advanced degree is not necessary at a higher rate than 
those in other types of libraries.  While the reason for this phenomenon is unclear, the 
different perceptions may correspond to different positions held within medical libraries. 
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Figure 3.  Perceived necessity of an advanced, subject-specific degree by library type. 
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Table 3  
Perceived importance of all skills, ranked 
        
Rank Skill  Mean score 
1 Communication 1.10 
2 Internet searching 1.11 
3 Computer basics/applications 1.13 
4 Database searching 1.14 
5 Interpersonal 1.18 
6 Problem solving/analytical 1.20 
7 Reference 1.20 
8 Flexibility 1.21 
9 Ability to work independently 1.22 
10 Research 1.24 
11 Ability to work in a team 1.31 
12 Organization 1.31 
13 Training/instruction 1.61 
14 Leadership 1.64 
15 Knowledge management 1.75 
16 Collection development 1.79 
17 Web design/maintenance 2.16 
18 Cataloging 2.31 
19 Database design 2.31 
   
 
 It would appear that many participants did not realize they were supposed to rank 
the overall skill category (LS-related, technical, and other) on each page, as many did not 
record a response for this question but did go on to provide responses for the following 
skills within each category.  The three types of skills scored very similarly: LS-related 
skills had a mean score of 1.28, and both technical skills and other skills had mean scores 
of 1.26.  However, when the average score was calculated for all of the individual skills 
within each category, the numbers looked quite different:  LS-related skills had a mean 
score of 1.58, technical skills garnered a mean score of 1.68, and other skills received a 
score of 1.27, suggesting that respondents actually considered other skills to be most 
important among the three categories.   
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 As seen in Table 4, database searching was considered to be the most important 
LS-related skill with a mean score of 1.14.  One respondent said that it is important to 
understand “how specialized subject databases are organized...understanding database 
structure is still important in the special library, especially in the pure sciences.”  
Cataloging, as mentioned above, was considered to be the least important of LS-related 
skills.  As one respondent commented: 
 Most special libraries I have worked in do not do full, technical cataloging – there 
just aren't the resources.  It's more about adapting to what you need in a special 
library, not being concerned with the cataloging rules you learned in school.   
  
 
Table 4 
Perceived importance of LS-related skills, ranked 
        
Rank Skill Mean score 
1 Database searching 1.14 
2 Reference 1.20 
3 Research 1.24 
4 Training/instruction 1.61 
5 Knowledge management 1.75 
6 Collection development 1.79 
7 Cataloging 2.31 
 
 
 Table 5 shows the “Other” responses given for LS-related skills, listed by 
frequency.  Only skills indicated by more than one respondent are included.  Though 
perhaps not technically LS-related, a number of business skills were considered important 
for working in special libraries.  Participants frequently cited management, budgeting, 
marketing, and general business skills.  Said one participant, “The single thing I wish I'd 
had going into this field was a knowledge of how business works.”  Another observed 
that “Running a library is like running a business, so there needs to be a way to prepare 
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students for more MBA-type responsibilities like budgets, marketing, customer service, 
and the preparation of management reports.”  
  
Table 5 
“Other” responses for LS-related skills, by frequency 
        
Skill Frequency 
Management 45 
Budgeting/finance 30 
Marketing/advocacy 25 
Business 15 
Project management 12 
Customer service 11 
Analysis/interpretation 8 
Licensing/negotiation 6 
Serials/subscription management 5 
Subject knowledge 5 
Copyright 4 
Taxonomy 4 
Competitive intelligence 2 
ILL 2 
Knowledge of collection 2 
Metadata 2 
Planning 2 
  
 
 Time and time again, respondents indicated the importance of being able to 
market library services and staff as well as demonstrate their worth to the organization.  
As one respondent put it: 
 A major ongoing challenge for corporate special libraries is demonstrating ROI 
(return on investment) and other financially-based benefits to the "powers that be" 
within the company.  Sometimes corporate management understands the value of 
professional information services; sometimes they do not.  When they don't "get 
it," they frequently view it as expendable – something that others in the company 
can do for themselves via the internet – and physical libraries are dismantled and 
staff are cut. 
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Table 6 
Perceived importance of technical skills, ranked 
        
Rank Skill Mean score 
1 Internet searching 1.11 
2 Computer basics/applications 1.13 
3 Web design/maintenance 2.16 
4 Database design 2.31 
 
 
 The perceived importance of technical skills is shown above in Table 6.  Internet 
searching and computer basics scored highest, with the more specialized skills of web 
design and maintenance and database design rated not as important.  Many respondents 
commented on the need for a basic set of technical skills, while others felt that technical 
skills could be learned on the job.  One respondent said, “I feel the interpersonal and LS 
skills outrank the technical, since [technical skills] can be learned as needed on the job,” 
while another felt that library programs should “teach with more of the idea in mind that 
they do need to give students a set of hard technical skills that should be universally 
applicable and may not be used in a strictly traditional library setting.”  A corporate 
librarian noted: 
 We can't avoid IT in the current business place and my colleagues who choose not 
to understand that are being left behind.  Our users/clients are steadily getting 
younger and more technically savvy so they expect these kinds of products and 
interaction. 
 
 Of the “Other” responses given in the technical skills category, the ability to use 
social media and Web 2.0 technologies such as blogs and wikis was cited five times as 
often (n = 20) as the second-most cited skills of information technology (n = 4) and a 
willingness to learn or teach oneself (n = 4).  Table 7 shows the list of other technical 
skills receiving more than one mention.   
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Table 7 
“Other” responses for technical skills, by frequency 
        
Skill Frequency 
Social media/Web 2.0 20 
Willing to learn/teach self  
IT (Information Technology) 
4 
4 
Content management systems 3 
ILS (Integrated Library System) 3 
Monitor emerging technologies 3 
PowerPoint 3 
Spreadsheets 3 
Computer networking 2 
Computer programming 2 
Office equipment (copy machine, phones) 2 
Usability testing 2 
  
 
The third category of skills encompasses other skills that do not fall into the LS-
related skills or technical skills.  These are often thought of as transferable skills or soft 
skills.  Several respondents noted that these types of skills are often more important than 
traditional library science or technical skills.  Said one respondent: 
The personal skills – flexibility, good communication, ability to show initiative, to 
collaborate with a team or work solo – are more important than any particular 
technical or LS proficiency.  I've seen too many MLS [graduates] who had 
tolerable technical abilities but lacked the personal attributes that enabled them to 
provide high levels of customer service, to be proactive, and to embrace the 
constant change of librarianship. 
 
As shown in Table 8, communication skills were considered most important for operating 
successfully in a special library.  Said one respondent, “Clear communication is 
becoming even more necessary as we work virtually across time zones and cultures 
without the leisure time to get to know our patrons let alone access their body language in 
person.”  Participants also pointed out other important aspects of communication, such as 
the ability to communicate research results in a succinct manner and the ability to 
communicate the library‟s worth to the parent organization.  Communication skills as 
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they relate to presentations and public speaking were also mentioned.  Leadership was 
considered the least important transferable skill. 
 
Table 8 
Perceived importance of other skills, ranked 
        
Rank Skill Mean score 
1 Communication 1.10 
2 Interpersonal 1.18 
3 Problem solving/analytical 1.20 
4 Flexibility 1.21 
5 Ability to work independently 1.22 
6 Ability to work in a team 1.31 
7 Organization 1.31 
8 Leadership 1.64 
 
 
 Though flexibility ranked near the middle of the list, it deserves special mention 
here because it was cited so often in participants‟ comments as being essential to 
surviving in a special library environment.  One participant said, “Flexibility is key in 
special libraries: you never know where you will be working, for whom, or how many 
staff members you will have at the end of any given day.”  Others commented on the 
need to keep an open mind and remain flexible regarding the actual duties of the job: 
 Your job definition several years from now might not be what it was when you 
 started out, and you need to be flexible and in touch with the larger organization 
 to have any chance of sticking around and influencing what potential changes 
 come. 
 
This outlook extends to taking on work outside of the typical library duties, as another 
participant explained: 
 I have found that flexibility and willingness to do tasks outside the realm of the 
 library very important. With such a small library as the one I maintain (less than 
 2,000 items), if I resisted other tasks such as document management system 
 maintenance or corrective action request administration, I would be out of a job. 
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 Topping the list of “Other” responses, summarized below in Table 9, was time 
management/prioritization skills.  As special librarians are often responsible for many 
aspects of a library‟s operations, it is essential that they be able to prioritize competing 
tasks and manage their time wisely in order to accomplish everything.  As one respondent 
said, “Often, special librarians participate in a wide array of activities each day; it is 
important to be able to juggle whatever may come your way.”   
 The ability to speak and present information effectively was also mentioned 
frequently as an important skill: 
 Public speaking skills are vital.  Not only do you need to be able to speak to 
 patrons directly, you also need to speak before groups of researchers and 
 managers.  Unlike [librarians in] other types of libraries, special librarians most 
 often have to deal directly with the patrons and management. 
 
Another participant commented on the need for a greater emphasis on public speaking 
during the master‟s program, saying “I was appalled in library school to see how many 
MLS students were really incompetent presenters – don't let people out of school until 
they have had some development in this area!” 
 
Table 9 
“Other” responses for other skills, by frequency 
        
Skill Frequency 
Time management/prioritization of tasks 14 
Presentation/public speaking 8 
Writing 7 
Creativity/innovation 5 
Initiative/self-motivation 5 
Ability to deal with change 3 
Multi-tasking 3 
Patience 3 
Sense of humor 3 
Cultural competence 2 
Foreign language 2 
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Measures of Association 
 Kendall‟s Tau tests were performed to measure the association between the age 
variable and the skills variables.  No strong levels of significance were found between 
any of the variables; however, weak negative correlations were observed between the 
variables listed below in Table 10.  These results suggest that, as the age of the 
participant rises, the perceived importance of these skills declines.  One possible reason 
for the results may be that, as librarians age, their skills become more specialized, and 
they may not consider other skills quite as important.  It could also indicate that skill sets 
of special librarians have broadened in recent years, with younger librarians taking on 
more diverse roles within the library and therefore considering a greater number of skills 
to be essential.  It is important to remember, though, that the variables are only weakly 
correlated.    
 
Table 10 
Skills significantly correlated with age 
        
Variable (skill) Kendall’s Tau (τ) 
Other skills (overall)  τ = -.169, p < .001 
Collection development  τ = -.114, p = .001 
Reference   τ = -.076, p = .027 
Database searching  τ = -.083, p = .016 
Knowledge management   τ = -.076, p = .021 
Interpersonal τ = -.091, p = .008 
Problem solving 
Communication 
Ability to work independently 
Ability to work in a team 
Flexibility 
τ = -.107, p = .002 
τ = -.069, p = .046 
τ = -.082, p = .016 
τ = -.115, p = .001 
τ = -.082, p = .017 
 
 
 Chi Square tests were performed to measure the association between the type of 
library variable and each of the skills variables.  Only four skills, listed below in Table 
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11, were significantly related to the type of library in which a participant worked, and all 
were LS-related.  The results for each of these skills are presented in Figures 4 through 7, 
below.  In addition, the perceived necessity of an advanced degree was significantly 
related to the type of library in which a participant worked.  These results have previously 
been presented in Figure 3. 
 
Table 11 
Skills significantly related to library type 
        
Variable (skill)       Chi Square (χ²) 
Necessity of advanced degree  χ²(15, 702) = 50.44, p < .001 
Collection development   χ²(20, 688) = 67.03, p < .001 
Cataloging   χ²(20, 686) = 42.71, p = .002 
Database searching   χ²(15, 691) = 34.46, p = .003 
Research   χ²(20, 691) = 33.14, p = .033 
 
 
Figure 4.  Perceived importance of collection development by library type. 
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Figure 5.  Perceived importance of cataloging by library type. 
 
 
 
Figure 6.  Perceived importance of database searching by library type. 
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Figure 7.  Perceived importance of research by library type. 
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impossible for an MLS program to adequately prepare graduates to work in these diverse 
and specialized environments.   
 A few respondents went so far as to say that the MLS degree had done nothing to 
help their careers in special libraries, and that the ability to learn on the job had proven 
more important: 
 If you have a basic background in library operations, have an inquisitive mind, 
 love to dig for information and are flexible, you will be successful.  Outside of 
 reference, my degree has done nothing for me.  You can learn more on the job. 
 
Said another respondent who had worked in libraries for over eight years and recently 
earned an MLS degree, “I don't feel that I gained much from my MLS experience and 
wish there had been more specialized classes.” 
 Several respondents commented on the disconnect between their education in 
library school (often theoretical as opposed to practical) and the real-world experience of 
working in a special library.  Noted one respondent: 
 My master's program was very conceptual, which was very useful for a basis of 
understanding, but not what I needed when I began working in a two-person 
library.  An exercise/coursework in planning a year of library work would have 
been invaluable.  For example, what needs to be done each year for budgets, how 
to determine which books must be replaced each year with new editions, etc.   
 
 Another theme that emerged was the idea that lifelong learning and a willingness 
to teach oneself are essential to a successful career in special libraries.  Because things 
are advancing so quickly, especially in the technological realm, it is important to remain 
current:   
 I think the one thing that we need to all do is to continually learn and update our 
 skill sets.  SLA's 23 Things, Click U, and the Innovation Lab are great examples 
 of ways to do this.  We cannot assume that when we get our degree we have 
 arrived.  Lifelong learning needs to be our goal. 
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One participant felt that shorter courses during the LIS program and continuing education 
courses beyond the degree would better serve students in this respect:  
  I think library education needs to incorporate more flexible, short courses into the 
 degree program.  A progressive library school might design post-degree 
 continuing education provisions into the degree itself, to make lifelong learning a 
 reality.  The worlds of higher education and of libraries are both changing rapidly, 
 and "library" degrees need to reflect this. 
 
 Other major themes, which have been discussed in the results, are the need to 
advocate for the library and demonstrate your value and the library‟s value to the parent 
organization; the need for flexibility; the ability to package and present information 
effectively, as opposed to simply finding it; and the need to have a broad base of skills in 
order to effectively run a library in which there may only be one librarian. 
 In the end, it may be difficult to come up with a definitive and comprehensive list 
of essential skills for special libraries in general because special library environments, as 
well as the duties within each library, vary so widely.  This difficulty was voiced by 
several respondents in the comments section.  However, this study has attempted to 
provide an overall impression of the most important skills needed to work in these 
specialized types of libraries. 
Limitations of the Study 
 There were several limitations associated with this study, the main one being 
representativeness.  Though the sample size was relatively large, the total size of the 
population of currently employed special librarians was unknown, so the results of the 
study must be considered with that limitation in mind.
1
  Secondly, the study was limited 
to a convenience sample of those professionals who were subscribed to the identified 
                                                 
1
 The SLA claims a membership of over 11,000 (http://www.sla.org/content/membership/genfaq.cfm); 
however, not all special librarians are members of the organization, and not all members are currently 
employed in special libraries.  Therefore, this number cannot be used as a reference for the total population. 
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mailing lists; all special librarians were certainly not subscribed to these lists.  Because 
mailing lists were used to solicit responses from participants, the sample included self-
selected respondents, and this self-selection may have introduced bias.  Additionally, 
participants may choose to opt out of the study.  Nonresponse and self-selection can be 
problematic to the extent that those who respond to the survey are different from those 
who do not respond, in a way that is significant to the study (Dillman, 2007).  The study 
also uses the method of self-reporting and asks special librarians for their opinions; it 
may not accurately reflect their activities or thoughts in actuality.   
 Though the researcher attempted to create a survey instrument that would 
accurately measure the participants‟ responses, two questions caused some difficulty, 
both of which have been previously mentioned.  First, a question asking about the 
number of full-time employees did not include an option for zero full-time employees, a 
reality in some small libraries.  Second, it may have been wise to include law libraries as 
a separate choice for type of library, as it appeared there were a large number of 
participants from this setting.  Instead, law librarians had to choose from existing 
categories or the “Other” response.  More thorough pretesting likely would have 
prevented these problems. 
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
As special librarians often take on a number of diverse roles within their libraries 
and throughout their careers, it is important to know which skills are deemed most 
essential by the people with the most intimate knowledge of current needs – the special 
librarians themselves.  Survey participants had much to say on the topic, and their strong 
opinions were often at odds with the opinions of their fellow participants.  The results of 
 41 
this study support earlier research that indicates that there is much debate about what 
skills are most important as well as which skills can or should be taught in the course of a 
master‟s degree to prepare graduate students for careers in special libraries.   
Results showed that communication skills were ranked highest across the three 
categories of LS-related, technical, and other skills, and the so-called soft skills or 
transferable skills were considered more important than LS-related and technical skills 
overall.  Participants expressed an overwhelming desire for business skills, such as 
management and budgeting, to be taught more fully in the course of the MLS degree in 
order to adequately prepare students for the reality of operating a library in a business 
environment.   
 The findings of this study will primarily be of interest and practical use to library 
and information science students interested in careers in special librarianship.  Students 
should find the results particularly useful in helping them choose classes and internships 
that will help them learn the essential skills that future employers are seeking.  The 
results may also prove useful to working professionals.  Knowing what the most highly 
regarded skills are will allow professionals to seek the appropriate training required to 
obtain those skills and help advance their careers.  Furthermore, this study will contribute 
to the efforts of LIS researchers who may build upon the findings; one avenue for further 
research is to use the results to compare essential skills with the current curricular 
offerings of LIS programs in order to evaluate the extent to which library schools are 
preparing students for careers in special libraries.     
   This research is relevant to those who educate students through LIS graduate 
programs.  It may help inform decision makers at schools of information and library 
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science in assessing whether the teaching of these necessary skills is being incorporated 
into the curricula of LIS programs, thus addressing both the needs of students entering 
the profession and of employers of special libraries who are looking for capable 
graduates to fill positions.  While it is unlikely that any one program can fully prepare 
graduates for the myriad environments in which special libraries are found, it is important 
that practitioners in special libraries have a voice in shaping the future of library and 
information science curricula to better prepare graduates for these specialized 
environments.  
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